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' NEW YORK (AP) — For 22 
years the ‘fairness doctrine” 
has sat ticking under radio r 
and television. Now it 
threatens to explode over an 
issue called access. 

Groups ranging from envi- 
ronmentalists to war dissen- 
ters to ethnic minorities 
want a piece of the elec- 
~~~ tronic media action. They 
are demanding access to the 
airwaves via the fairness 
doctrine, a ruling which the 
courts are widening into a 
broad avenue for people 
who want to espouse one 
side or another of controver- ' 
sial issues or dispute com- 
mercials for a wide variety 
of products. 

“Bluntly, we face a cha- 
otic mess," Dean Burch, 
chairman of the Federal 
Communications Commis- 
sion, said in a recent opin- 
ion. “In the fairness area, 
the bond of theory and im- 
plementation has come un- 
stuck and all the principal 
actors — licensees, public in- 
terest advocates, the com- 
mission itself — are in limbo, 
left to fend for themselves." 

“If this goes any further," 
said one network executive, 
“television will no longer be 
a mirror of our society but a 
stamping ground for special 
interest groups.” 

The fairness doctrine was 
adopted by the FCC in 1949 
tA allow radio and television 
stations to editorialize— but 
it required them to give rea- 
sonable time to other sides 
of controversial issues. 
Aided by court decisions J 
broadening the doctrine, 
groups are clamoring for air 
time to present their own 
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views or to answer everyone 
from President Nixon to 
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to broadcast executives re- 
cently that the doctrine be 
scrapped and that it be re- 
placed by a statuory right of 
access. . - t 



Whitehead suggested mak- 
ing access a paying proposi- 
tion, with stations selling 
time , on a first-come-first- 
crats wanted time to answer 
Presideht Nixon they could 
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"They have seen no real 
ddence of access or partici- 
_ itlon in broadcasting and 
they are determined to*en‘d 
thi\ oversight and discrimi- 
nation. 
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"Minority people feel a 
need to express themselves 
on television, to be visible, 
to be part of society.” 

Court actions expanding 
the fairness doctrine have 
been: 

• A Supreme Court ruling 
in 1969 that the right of 
freedom of speech on the air 
belonged to the people and 
not to the broadcaster. 

• A U.S. Court of Appeals 
ruling in Washington this 
past summer that held that 
the public has a First 
Amendment right of access 
.to the air. and that stations 
cannot arbitarily refuse to 
sell time for the espousal of 
controversial issues. The^ 
case wafc brought by the 
Business Executives Move 



for Vietnam Peace, which 
had sought to express its op- 
position to the war.. 

• A ruling by the same 
court, also this past sujn- 
mer, that the advertising of 
high-powered automobiles 
and leaded gasoline is a con- 
troversial issue and that en- 
vironmentalists must be giv- 
en time to present their side. 
The court noted that it was 
following in the path of the 
FCC's cigarette ruling. The 
case was initiated by the 
Friends of the Earth Society. 

• This past Monday the 
Appeals Court broadened 
the area in which Democrats 
— or the party out of office 
—may demand air time to 
answer administration 
broadcasts. It overturned an 



FCC ruling giving the Re- 
publicans time to answer 
the Democrats, who had 
“been given time by CBS to 
answer President Nixon. 
The court told the FCC that 
when requests from the op- 
position party come up it 
must consider not only pres- 
idential speeches but news 
conferences and comments 
by other administration 
spokesmen. 

The fairness doctrine is 
separate from the equal 
time provision of the Com- 
munications Act. That per- 
tains only to bona fide can- 
didates for public office. 

John A. Schneider, presi- 
dent of the CBS Broadcast 
Group, said he fears that 
some of the special interest 
organizations want' not only 
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access, but to change the me- 
dium. 

"It's like acupuncture," he? 
said. "People are sticking 
these needles in me for my 
own good. Everyone wants 
to perform corrective? sur- 
gery." 
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Talk Back to Your Tele- ze: 
vision Set,” by FCC Commis- to 
sioner Nicholas Johusofc. f 
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Tracy Westen the Stern -ad' 
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